The internet has tremendous potential to achieve greater social equity and empowerment and improve everyday life for those on the margins of society. This article presents the findings from three digital divide studies, each of which represents a different group of marginalized society members. Low-income families, sexual minorities and African-American women are represented in the three studies that employ different research approaches towards a common aim of contextualizing internet use in the everyday social practice of society's 'have-nots'. The aim is to step outside simple digital divide categories to understand how marginalized members of society incorporate computers and the internet into their daily lives in ways that are meaningful to them. An important goal is also to learn about how internet researchers can contribute to closing the digital divide in ways that converge with the goals, meanings and practices of people living on society's margins.
INTRODUCTION
The digital divide has been broadly articulated as the troubling gap between those who use computers and the internet and those who do not. Disparities in technology access and use are related to socioeconomic status, with income, educational level and race among the factors associated with technological attainment (NTIA, 1999 (NTIA, , 2000a (NTIA, , b, 2002 . In casting the digital divide as an important national problem, scholars, policymakers and the public recognize the tremendous potential of the internet to improve everyday life for those on the margins of society, and to achieve greater social equity and empowerment. Digital divide studies that identify the groups lagging behind in technology use are helpful. But the emphasis on demographic variables and technology access as determinants of use does not adequately contextualize internet use in the daily life experiences of people with marginal status in our society, such as the poor, people of color and sexual minorities. Thus, they provide few lessons for understanding how the internet becomes a part of everyday life for people outside society's mainstream and how internet use can contribute to greater wellbeing. We need to understand the scruffy realities of marginalization in which internet use is embedded, the complex intertwining of sweeping socioeconomic processes and power dynamics with harsh everyday realities (Castells, 1999; Lentz et al., 2000) . To bring about change in the everyday lives of those who lack power and privilege it is important, first, to locate the use of the internet in authentic representations of real-life situations.
The aim in this article is to step outside simple digital divide categories to pose the following question: how do marginalized members of society incorporate computers and the internet into their daily lives in ways that are meaningful to them? The focus is on learning more about constructive change, since the authors believe that effecting social change is the ultimate goal in promoting internet use in disadvantaged and minority communities. Asking 'how' leads to the consideration of three kinds of change in the lives of society's marginalized members. These are represented in the three digital divide studies presented, each of which involves a different group of marginalized individuals. Merkel's study of internet use among low-income families adopts a 'local literacy' research framework (Barton and Hamilton, 1998) , exploring the question of social change and how people on the margins take up and use the internet. Mehra's study applies methods common in research on computer-mediated communication (CMC) (Jones, 1999) to describe the use of the internet by sexual minorities for expressing their 'queer' identities and building community. In presenting this research, the attention is on what can be learned about the way in which people on the margins use the internet to accomplish changes that are meaningful to them. Finally, we turn to the ongoing work of Bishop and Mehra, who are collaborating with a local grassroots group of African-American women in a participatory action research (PAR) project. The project aims to assist women in their efforts to employ the internet to nurture a healthier lifestyle. Here, the focus is to learn how internet researchers can conduct their work in ways that bring social change and contribute to more equitable, just and empowering uses of technology for people on the margins.
This article offers a starting point for investigating the 'how' surrounding internet use by marginalized communities. Comparative cases are presented upon which to focus and thus sharpen the analytic lens of social change. While the research presented shares the aim of contexualizing internet use in everyday social practice and works toward improving the conditions of daily life for society's 'have-nots', each study employs a different research approach. By stepping back and reflecting on these three studies, the article will strive to articulate some valuable lessons for understanding internet use among marginalized members of society. An important goal is also to learn more about the power of the analytic lens in the research process, and about how internet researchers can contribute to closing the digital divide in ways that converge with the goals, meaning and practices of people living on society's margins.
HOW LOW-INCOME FAMILIES TAKE UP THE INTERNET
The first study considered in this article focuses on low-income families who are trying to integrate technology into their lives. Merkel looked at the Community Networking Initiative (CNI), a computer training and distribution program that was designed to increase computer and internet use among low-income residents in Champaign County, IL, and to understand better the social context surrounding computer and internet use in low-income communities. The CNI program was a partnership between Prairienet, a community computer network in East Central Illinois, the Graduate School of Library and Information Science (GSLIS) at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign (UIUC), and the Urban League of Champaign County. It provided computer training, recycled computers and internet access to over 700 low-income families in the region.
The CNI participants clearly fit most standard definitions that are used to describe technology 'have-nots'. They were overwhelmingly AfricanAmerican, aged 20 to 49, had lower levels of education and would be classified as 'low-income' based on federal poverty guidelines. There is also anecdotal evidence that a large number of participants in the program were single parents. A close look at the lives of the CNI participants shows how they fit the profile of 'have-nots' but, more importantly, it also shows how their lives and experiences are inadequately represented by the 'have-not' category. It directs attention to the way in which the access-oriented approach taken in typical digital divide studies does not capture the Mehra et al.: The internet for empowerment of minority dimensionality of people's lives, the way that people use computers when given the chance and the complexities involved as people try to adopt technology into their lives.
The framework that was employed to study technology use for the people taking part in the CNI program offers an alternative approach to the study of technology use in at-risk communities -one that accounts for the situated and local nature of literacy (Barton and Hamilton, 1998) and technology use and learning (Bruce and Peyton, 1993; Bruce and Rubin, 1993) . The local literacy approach ties literacy practices -what people do with reading and writing at home -to the social practices that are present in a given community setting. Because literacy practices are connected to social practices, literacy is viewed as a collective resource rather than as an attribute or a set of skills that resides within an individual. In viewing literacy as a collective resource, it becomes important to understand the informal learning that surrounds reading and writing activities and, by extension, computer and internet activities (Bruce, 1993) . In this context, a situated approach embeds technology within the social practices of individuals and communities and looks at how people actually use a technology in order to study the shifts in practice that occur in the process (Bruce, 1993) . From this perspective, technology can take on many different forms as it comes to be defined through use in a particular setting. Based on the theories of Henri Lefebvre and Michel de Certeau, who look at the entirety of lived experience rather than mere isolated settings (such as the workplace), recent research on the technological practices of marginalized people documents their positive ways of technology use and its appropriation to meet the needs and distinct expressions of their communities (Nelson et al., 2001) .
This study adopted an ethnographic perspective in studying people's computer and internet literacy practices (Green and Bloome, 1997) . Data for the study were collected over a one-year period. Following focus groups with people who had completed the CNI program, interviews were conducted with 11 participants and observational data was gathered in training classes, community settings and the homes of eight of the interview participants. The data collection efforts were designed to understand better how the participants used (or did not use) the technology, the problems that were encountered during use and the methods employed to overcome technical problems. The constant comparative method (Glaser and Strauss, 1967) was used to analyze the data collected as part of this study.
One of the values of looking at the experiences of people defined as 'have-nots' is that it forces us to acknowledge the way that our categories capture (and fail to capture) their experiences. Because of space limitations, we will focus primarily on the experiences of one low-income CNI study participant, Paul, to illustrate how people take up and use the internet in New Media & Society 6(6) their everyday lives and the way that the meaning of technology shifts over time. Paul heard about the CNI program through a friend who worked at the Urban League of Champaign County. At the beginning of this study, Paul was a single father raising three children on his own. Initially, he chose to participate in the program because he thought that his children would benefit from having a computer in the home and because he was interested in learning how to use the computer.
The CNI study makes clear that events such as marriage, a new job, changes in one's family structure and friendship networks, seasons of the year, interest levels and even special events can constrain or enhance internet use in very different ways for different people. When Paul was first interviewed for this study, he was excited to have the CNI computer in his home. Paul used this computer primarily to connect to the internet to look up information related to questions that came up in daily life -how to sell a car online, information for his sister who wanted to buy a car and information for his mother who wanted to buy a house.
Paul's story also illustrates the way that family structure influences the way in which people take up and use the internet. During the course of the study Paul got engaged, so he used the internet to find out the residency requirements for obtaining a marriage license in a different state. Paul's children used the internet to look up 'cheat codes' for a video game that they owned and for research reports for school. In Paul's family, use by children and outsiders to the family was strictly monitored and limited because of the fear that the computer would get damaged in some way. In addition, technology use was limited because the computer was seen as a tool to teach the children about responsibility, sharing and being respectful of people's property. There was also a fear that the computer might be used to look at inappropriate content online.
The CNI study also demonstrated how family and friendship networks influenced how computer and internet technology were adopted and how technical problems were solved. In a telephone survey conducted of community members who completed the program, 80 percent reported that someone other than themselves had used the computer and 65 percent reported use of their CNI computer to show someone how to do something (Bishop et al., 1999) . In several cases, as CNI participants acquired newer equipment, they loaned or gave their CNI computer to people in their social network. In Paul's case, he became known in his social network as someone who could use the internet to get information needed by friends and family members. As a CNI volunteer, Paul also helped other CNI participants to solve the technical problems related to internet use that they encountered once they took their computer home. In addition, Paul lent his extra CNI computer to a friend who wanted to learn how to use it so that he could decide what type of computer to purchase.
One final factor in how people bring the internet into their lives that will be discussed here is the unique way in which each individual makes sense of the role of technology in their daily lives. Paul enjoyed learning about the computer and he often talked about the new things that he had learned using the internet over the course of the study. In his case, some of the novelty and enthusiasm wore off as he gained more expertise, because there were fewer new things to learn. However, Paul's experience differs from that of other CNI participants. For example, another study participant described the importance of the computer in her life in diverting her attention away from medical problems that she was experiencing. Others talked about the role of the technology in terms of trying to establish stronger family connections (for example, by conducting research to construct a family tree) or providing the computer as a family resource in their role as family caretaker.
Perhaps the most important finding of the CNI study is that the adoption of computer technology and the internet cannot be looked at in terms of simple categories of use or non-use. It is more accurate to say that people adopt technology in a series of stops and starts, often dictated by events and changes in their lives, including those associated with family structures, social networks and their understanding of what the technology can do for them. Participants in the CNI study used the technology, stopped using the technology, discovered new uses for the technology and rediscovered uses for the technology over time, moving back and forth between these stages as their lives and understanding of it changed. This mirrors the findings of Hamilton (1999) who found that unexpected events in people's lives often gave rise to the need for people to gain expertise in new literacy areas.
The CNI study conducted by Merkel took a situated approach, with the goal of better understanding the way in which low-income families integrate technology into their daily lives. Its primary contribution in this regard is a heightened awareness of how the meaning of the internet in people's lives is invented through daily use and shifts over time. The extent to which internet use becomes part of people's daily practice and the way that it is tied to their sense of self is important because it has an impact on people's willingness to be part of a knowledge community of technology users. It also has an impact on the extent to which people are willing to exchange information about technology and through particular forms of technology.
HOW SEXUAL MINORITIES USE THE INTERNET FOR SOCIAL CHANGE
In the second study presented in this article, Mehra examined how people on the margins of society use the internet in their everyday lives to accomplish changes that are meaningful to them. The study involved the analysis of use of an electronic mailing list by the Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and New Media & Society 6(6) Transgender (LGBT) community at UIUC. Owing to the history of oppression, marginalization and exclusion that LGBT individuals have faced because of their sexual orientation (Nardi, 1992) , the social vacuum of anonymity provided by the internet (Kiesler et al., 1984) has contributed towards a tremendous rise in its popularity amongst sexual minorities (Garry, 1999) . This study documents how sexual minorities identify the internet as an experienced social phenomenon that is closely tied to their real expectations, uses and practices (Castells, 1999) and how its use has had an impact on their lives in empowering and meaningful ways.
Traditionally, CMC studies have delimited the 'virtual' and 'real' as distinct spheres of interaction (Chayko, 1993) , which has led to a representation of computer and internet use as disconnected from the everyday practices of different user communities. Based primarily on research in interpersonal communication and organizational settings (Kling 1999; Orlikowski and Yates, 1994) , extensions of this argument contend that online interaction substitutes, enlarges (Fischer, 1992; Malone and Rockart, 1991) or compensates for deficiencies in offline realities for mediating human communication (Jones, 1995) . What is missing in such research is a strong focus on disadvantaged communities and, moreover, a focus that draws connections between marginalized users' online and offline realities in a manner that may contribute to constructive change in their everyday life.
Only in the last few years have scholars been looking at the internet, in its current phase of use, as a medium that is closely intertwined with the daily social practices of user communities, such that 'online experience is at all times tethered in some fashion to offline experience' (Jones, 1999: xii). Mehra's study furthers this line of research by contextualizing the role of CMC in the everyday life of sexual minorities, with an emphasis on how members of the LGBT community are using the internet to express their marginalized 'queer' identities and achieve social change in their local living environment.
Mehra began by collecting 340 email messages posted during two months in spring 2000 by 57 registered members of the electronic mailing list for LGBT events, discussion and information hosted by UIUC. Simple content analysis was used to categorize the postings along several dimensions, such as their basic topic and purpose. Subsequent informal discussions with users of the electronic mailing list helped to articulate their tacitly held perceptions related to internet use. Discussion topics included:
• significant community problems that motivate LGBT members to participate in discussions on the electronic mailing list; • barriers faced by LGBT members in seeking information, support and appropriate resources; Mehra et al.: The internet for empowerment of minority
• specific instances of use of the online mailing list by LGBT members; and • particular actions that they or others can take to build a better community.
In this study, LGBT members expressed their vision of empowerment via multiple and often blurred political, social, educational and cultural domains. It was not easy to assign a single domain of empowerment for individual uses of the mailing list. For example, posting or reading the same email could play a different role, or even multiple roles, depending upon the writer or reader's situational context, individual perceptions and personal values and practices. Sometimes the writer would make it amply clear what the purpose of their posting a particular message was; more often, however, this was not explicitly stated. The following is a copy of one of the electronic postings made by an LGBT member during the period of study: For this project, we have created also a number of 'wearable tombstones' from cardboard (like sandwich boards) which students and community members will wear on the Quad. Each tombstone carries the story of one person who died. In order to make this project work, we need people to volunteer some of their time to wearing a tombstone. Just one or two hours of your time will help to make this dramatic project possible.
The Tombstone Project is a part of the Day of Silence. This posting calls for the participation of LBGT members in the Tombstone Project, an activity that was organized on the university campus as part of the Day of Silence, whose primary function was 'to encourage as many people as possible to take a vow of silence on a specified date in recognition of the constant silencing of queer people and issues' (mission statement, Day of Silence, http://w3.one.net/~one/dayofsilence/ mission.html). In informal discussions with LGBT members, it was apparent that reading this message played a variety of roles in their everyday life. The following are noted functions of the message that LGBT members identified:
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• that it helps to promote the participation of LGBT individuals in making a political statement to the heterosexual community about the 'out' presence of LGBT individuals; • that it generates the participation of LGBT individuals in order to provide social and psychological support to themselves and other closeted members in the community; • that it is an information resource about historical facts related to atrocities which were committed against the LGBT community; and • that it provides LGBT members with a place to socialize and bond with other members.
The findings of the study reveal how LGBT members perceive the use of online communication for positive development in their 'queer' identities. They also suggest how the internet is becoming a tool for marginalized individuals to take charge of their lives. People who posted on the electronic mailing list believed that online communication crossed over to offline outcomes in real-life social settings that would truly lead to constructive change spanning these domains.
LGBT members believed that the internet could play a significant role in action-oriented strategies to promote LGBT participation, particularly at local activities where a presence of 'out' LGBT members is perceived to make a difference, such as political events and rallies, policy and planning decision-making meetings on issues affecting LGBT lives, social support groups and LGBT-related cultural events.
A significant use of the online mailing list by LGBT members was for political empowerment via the establishment of a political agenda and creating awareness about LGBT-related political issues. For example, LGBT members regularly used the list to share press releases from the Institute for Gay and Lesbian Strategic Studies and the National Gay and Lesbian Task Force. These are national progressive organizations working for the civil rights of gay, lesbian, bisexual and transgender people and LGBT members felt that sharing such information helps to create an awareness about LGBT activities and politically relevant issues at the national level. One offline action suggested by some LGBT members, in order to promote awareness about LGBT issues among the community at large, was the distribution of print versions of such press releases at fraternity and sororities as well as at popular social hangouts such as the Student Union and libraries.
Another significant role of the online mailing list was in the creation of a community-based LGBT social support system involving face-to-face interactions and action-oriented agendas. Some members used the listserv to elicit participation in social support meetings on general and specific LGBT Mehra et al.: The internet for empowerment of minority concerns. These included: meetings for discussions on coming out and social stigma issues; lectures for creating racial/ethnic and LGBT unity; LGBT discussion forums for ending sexual and physical violence; and filmshowings on inter-group relations and awareness about AIDS-related issues. Several LGBT members believed that, although various campus offices were organizing many social support functions, there was a need for greater awareness about the availability of such programs as well as coordination between the multiple efforts. Other LGBT members provided information on the listserv about informal social events such as 'potlucks', birthday celebrations and informal support meetings at LGBT-friendly churches. They believed that informal social gatherings provided LGBT members with opportunities to establish face-to-face communication and friendships with each other in an atmosphere perceived to be free of prejudice and hostility.
LGBT members also used the online mailing list as an educational tool. Expressing dissatisfaction about existing academic programs, the list members felt that there was a need to generate more interest in LGBT studies as a viable effort for creating awareness and acknowledgement of LGBT concerns at campus level. As a result of online interactions via the mailing list (supported by face-to-face social meetings), LGBT individuals were able to network with students, local churches, the Office of LGBT Concerns, local businesses and other campus units in order to organize fundraising activities for hosting the Ninth Annual Midwest Bisexual Lesbian Gay Transgender Ally College Conference 2001 at UIUC. The event was a tremendous success and it was felt that more such concerted efforts needed to be supported by the university.
Lastly, the findings from this study show how LGBT members used the online mailing list in the domain of cultural empowerment.
LGBT members often generated participation in, and exchanged information about, LGBTrelated cultural activities that included popular entertainment shows, television programs, poetry sessions, movie screenings and concerts. Most of these cultural events focused on LGBT issues or concerned people who were closely identified with the LGBT community. They provided an opportunity for LGBT members to gather at LGBT-friendly spaces and develop social networks and support circles.
The goal in adopting a situated approach in this study helped to contextualize internet use in terms of online-offline crossovers that LGBT members perceived to promote their empowerment in the political, social, educational and cultural domains. A situated examination also contributed understanding the intricate dimensions surrounding the context of internet use by sexual minorities and needs that were closely connected to their realtime social experiences. Had the study employed other traditional approaches that are used in CMC and internet studies, it may not have been New Media & Society 6(6) able to identify the complex relationships that were strongly grounded in the local situation and everyday practices of the marginalized users.
HOW CAN INTERNET RESEARCH EMPOWER AFRICAN-AMERICAN WOMEN?
In situating internet use in the daily life of marginalized communities, this section discusses the role of action research, an approach in which social action itself is both the object of study and its primary outcome. Afya (Swahili for 'health') is a participatory action research project in the domain of community health (Bishop et al., 2000) . It is led by SisterNet, founded by Imani Bazzell: a local grassroots organization of African-American women who are committed to nurturing a healthy lifestyle. Afya promotes participative alliances between SisterNet and educational institutions, libraries, healthcare providers and computer services in order to transform the existing conditions and relationships that affect Black women's health. Within this context, SisterNet women are actively engaged in building meaningful uses of the internet in their everyday lives. The University of Illinois and Prairienet are among the institutions collaborating with SisterNet to initiate participative techniques for internet content development, access and training. Such equitable and participative efforts in internet use are helping Black women to achieve self-defined outcomes related to their spiritual, physical, emotional and intellectual health.
PAR involves disenfranchised community members in all stages of gathering and using information related to their everyday experiences (Freire, 1970; Hall, 1981; Tandon, 1981) . Placing research control in traditionally deprived hands, PAR helps to empower people so that they can shape their own identities and transform their own lives (Fernandes and Tandon, 1981; Humphries and Truman, 1994) . The philosophy of PAR underlies the spirit and implementation of the Afya project, in which local Black women participate throughout the study as community action researchers. Afya's Community Action Plan, formulated by SisterNet women, concretizes their goals for the meaningful integration of internet use in their everyday lives as a set of action-oriented strategies for internet training, access and content development (Bishop et al., 2000) . Further, participation in knowledge creation processes is building self-confidence and empowering Black women as it shifts existing imbalances in local social and power dynamics. This is significant in challenging discriminatory practices and is breaking down race and gender-based stereotypes in the community's health information environment where, all too often, local women's own knowledge is subordinated to the expertise of various professionals, whether in the domain of health, computing or information delivery. Mehra et al.: The internet for empowerment of minority PAR incorporates a range of social science research methods to help participants represent, study and reflect on their own social practices. Typically, these include interviews, diaries, observation, discussion groups and simply testing and analyzing the outcomes of new ways of doing things. The Afya project began with four focus group discussions led by Imani Bazzell. The first three were conducted with African-American women; the last discussion group included local healthcare and information providers. SisterNet women then participated in a set of workshops in which they both learned about, and provided an assessment of, existing internet and Prairienet services in order to begin designing their own website. The next step involved the participation of a broader set of SisterNet women in basic computer training, after which they received recycled computers from Prairienet. The testing of new social practices related to community health and technology has included SisterNet health fairs and conferences which involve the active participation of local library and healthcare staff in congenial settings, along with a focus on identifying and using online health information.
The Afya project has relied heavily on scenario building as a means of representing and reflecting on the social practices associated with community health and the use of information technologies. The scenarios are local Black women's narration of typical, problematic situations which they have experienced in areas associated with health information service delivery. They represent situations of everyday life where women feel that improvement is needed, and treat women's experiences as core research data. (For a detailed description of scenario methodology in the Afya project, see Bishop et al., 2001 .) The following is a scenario recorded from a focus group discussion on health with older African-American women in the community:
My friend has tried to commit suicide twice in the past two months and now she has been diagnosed as bipolar, which none knew about earlier. I know she needs a counselor who will sympathetically listen to her about her concerns and provide able guidance. It is obviously more than just taking medicines, but the doctors don't understand and think I am making a big deal about it. Are there any doctors who will listen to what she is going through and give her sound personal counseling?
Similarly, the following scenario of a middle-aged African-American woman conveys her health concerns and information needs:
I have been struggling with diabetes for the past five years. I don't have any money to go regularly for check-ups to my doctor and my insurance does not cover more than one trip per month. I want to know more about the disease, as well as some information on the Net that will tell me ways that I can do my own check-up and keep control on my diet, exercises and state of health.
New Media & Society 6(6) Also, are there any insurance companies out there that will provide lower rates and better deals in health care coverage than the one I already have?
In the Afya project, the role of scenarios has been to represent AfricanAmerican women's needs, experiences and goals related to health and information technology. Scenarios provide an understanding of what is considered meaningful to local African-American women and how they intend to integrate internet use into their everyday life to achieve their goals and nurture healthy lifestyles (Mehra et al., 2002) . With scenarios, SisterNet women have taken the lead in analyzing social practices in the community, creating action-oriented strategies for internet access and training and developing criteria for the design of community-based online health information services. They have actively participated in applying scenarios in the assessment and evaluation of internet-based health information and communication services, helping to ground the design and evaluation of online services in a real-world, social context. A significant outcome has been Black women's involvement in the SisterNet website, where they are deciding how internet content and services can best meet their needs and goals and are gaining the necessary expertise to participate in creating their own suite of digital tools and information resources. For example, based on scenarios that document local health concerns and practices, informational health profiles (brief articles) on the common diseases that are prevalent among Black women are being created online by SisterNet community action researchers. Afya's Community Action Plan calls for institutionalizing the ongoing provision of such information from Black women in digital formats for internet use, as well as print formats for offline distribution in Black women's social spaces, such as hair salons, churches, etc. In this way, local Black women are building on their own assessment of the community problems that they have experienced to help increase the availability of culturally appropriate information resources that are more in tune with the needs and expectations of other marginalized users.
SisterNet women are also taking on the role of internet trainers in the Afya project, acting as mentors for others in the community. Activities within the training workshops are geared specifically towards facilitating constructive social and technical change. A recent initiative has fostered the application of inquiry-based teaching and learning to develop internet skills and resources that address the goals that the SisterNet women have set for themselves. In autumn 2001, a small group of SisterNet women, university students and local librarians met in Ann Peterson Bishop's home to plan for an internet workshop to take place during SisterNet's upcoming conference on spiritual health. The participants discussed various ideas and decided to Mehra et al.: The internet for empowerment of minority try using the Inquiry Page website (http://www.inquiry.uiuc.edu) to create an 'inquiry unit' on spiritual health, from which SisterNet women at the workshop could then spin-off their own units to create their personal spiritual health plans. The master spiritual health inquiry unit that was created during the planning session included pointers to several websites recommended by both the SisterNet women and librarians who were present. It also contained sections prompting the identification of barriers to good spiritual health and the creation of a simple health plan that each workshop participant would strive to carry out over the subsequent three months. Based on the philosophy of John Dewey, the Inquiry Page seemed especially suitable for the Afya project because it strives to support learning and problem-solving with internet tools in a manner that facilitates participative and equitable relationships among all community members, engages with diversity in a constructive manner, and supports both individual development and contribution to the good of the entire community (Bruce and Bishop, 2002) . Maryam, a SisterNet community action researcher, conducted the subsequent technology workshop at the autumn 2001 SisterNet Health Conference, with university students and faculty serving as facilitators. Workshop participants increased their computer expertise and became acquainted with culturally appropriate internet resources that were related to Black women's spiritual health. At the same time, they created digital documents geared directly to their own spiritual health goals -resources that could be shared online with other SisterNet women. Finally, the entire workshop experience gave Afya project members a taste of a collaboration across librarians, university researchers and SisterNet women that was more democratic and more fun than previous experiences related to community health and technology.
In the Afya project, a PAR approach to internet studies has helped to conceptualize the role of SisterNet women as community action researchers, where they are taking on leadership roles in data collection and analysis, as well as the development, implementation and assessment of web-based health resources. An important point to note is how local Black women identify themselves as community action researchers and not as 'tech crew' or by the synonymous terms that one may find in other comparable situations. SisterNet women perceive their roles in using the internet or carrying out internet research to be not just a technology-related issue; they believe technological use to be embedded within a larger, community setting. The involvement of SisterNet women in the creation of culturally relevant health information on the internet is building local capacity, interest and technological skills. Shifts in internet management and creation of its content are leading to the social empowerment of Black women via the transference of power into their own hands.
INTEGRATING INTERNET USE IN THE EVERYDAY LIVE OF MARGINALIZED MEMBERS OF SOCIETY
An underlying theme in all three projects presented in this article is the notion of marginalization. This section presents concrete strategies and suggestions on how to study and uncover the integration of internet use in the everyday life of marginalized users in ways that are meaningful to them. Experiences across the projects have shown how individuals who are disadvantaged (in one form or another) owing to their sexual and gender identities, low income, race and/or ethnicity are making use of the internet (in its various forms) in their daily social practices in ways that they consider meaningful. What is common in these contexts is the vision of social equity and social justice via internet use; the form of internet use and the manner in which empowerment is achieved is obviously different. An important point to keep in mind is that there is no intention to equate the marginalized experiences within and among different groups of people. The authors believe that doing so will be a grave mistake, for it will result in a gross denial of the marginalized experiences in the different contexts and completely disregard their social, political, economic and historical roots.
Multiple factors are recognized as having an impact on internet use for marginalized users. Some of them are the:
• type of marginalized group; • kind of individual vs. shared community experience;
• perception of what is considered meaningful by different users;
• purpose and role of the internet in achieving particular agendas;
• type of applications of internet use; and • different 'problem-solving' situations in which the internet is applied.
In order to explore the factors that affect internet use, goals and practices, this article calls for situated research to study emerging technologies in their context of use by marginalized users. A concrete agenda lies in close scrutiny of practice, systems of relations and a detailed study of context in order to understand what disempowered users consider meaningful in their everyday lives.
Focus on practice
A situated approach tends to focus not on identifying the effects of technology in a direct way, but instead focuses on the way that technology shapes practice and on the way that people shape technology to fit their practices. In the Afya project, we have been able to observe shifts in the practices of SisterNet women in the domains of health information service delivery, owing to their use of the internet as an information and communication tool. Training local Black women to search the internet for Mehra et al.: The internet for empowerment of minority culturally relevant health information -needs that were expressed in their scenarios -has proved to be empowering for women (as expressed by them) in terms of finding themselves no longer dependent upon information specialists or librarians for carrying out the task. Similarly, facilitating SisterNet community action researchers to take on leadership roles in computer-oriented tasks for creating the SisterNet website has not only built upon their skills and given them self-confidence, but also helped to nurture their interests and develop personal ownership in the process.
Focus on identifying a system of relations
In calling for a situated approach, social settings need to be understood as information ecologies that are made up of people, practices, technologies and values (Nardi and O'Day, 1999) . Each of these elements is important in understanding how information is used in a particular setting. It is equally important to see how these elements interact with each other and have an impact on the ties that are established between various stakeholders within the social system. In the study of sexual minorities presented in the article, it was important to note the 'internal' and 'external' system of relations that were established to build a sense of community via the medium of the online mailing list. Within the social network of LGBT individuals who were subscribed to the online mailing list, members often took on 'roles' of information provider, psychological counselors, supporting friends as able guides in the online world. It is important to acknowledge the multiple hats that LGBT members wore in the process of establishing relationships (both online and offline) in order to understand the expression of their 'queer' identities and the sense of community that they wished to establish. Additionally, representation of the LGBT community in relation to the broader environment and geographic community are worth mentioning. One of the goals that the LGBT community perceived for the online mailing list was to elicit the participation of LGBT members in political events and social activities where the presence of 'out' individuals was perceived to make a difference. From discussions with LGBT individuals, reaching out to other marginalized groups and ally networks was also high on their agenda.
Focus on context
A situated approach also focuses attention on the context in which a technology is used and the way that this shapes and constrains how people use technology. This is predicated on the belief that technology is not neutral and that a technology is never implemented in exactly the same way in different circumstances. Merkel's study of computer and internet use by low-income families involved acknowledging the shifting landscape of people's lives in terms of events, family structure, changes in family New Media & Society 6(6) networks, seasons of the year and interest levels. What was important in these cases was the use of the internet to fulfill personal goals in the absence of financial and economic opportunities. However, lack of monetary resources for sexual minorities was not as significant a concern as the need for political, social and cultural empowerment via internet use to help build a community in which LGBT members could feel secure and accepted.
An important question to address is: how can internet research help develop specific strategies that may empower different minority and marginalized users? Obviously, the central thread of such strategies is actionoriented, participative and democratic, since the authors firmly believe that social and personal empowerment comes from the ability to take control of one's life towards positive change to achieve one's goals. Feelings of selfworth and self-empowerment gained via the process are sought in the context of promoting internet use in the lives of disenfranchised individuals.
One strategy is to transfer goal-setting, decision-making and choicedetermining processes into the hands of disadvantaged users in order that they 'fit' internet use into their daily lives in ways that they themselves consider to be meaningful. These research efforts need to be respectful of the needs, expectations and marginalized experiences of such users. Dictating policies, procedures and strategies that do not take marginalized communities into confidence during the process of conceptualization lead further to their disempowerment. Involving the disenfranchised at every stage of project development will establish social equity of technology, not as isolated phenomena, but as a process that becomes embedded within the encompassing holistic social realities of marginalized users. What is important to realise is the situated nature of realities that shape the outcome of taking such an approach. Searching for a set 'method' for studying the impact of internet use or assuming a golden rule for application that will function in all situations will not work.
Another direction for internet research lies in engaging the participation of marginalized communities in planning, policy implementation and community-specific activities surrounding the use of the internet. Such efforts will help to re-engage the members of undeserved and marginalized communities with each other and with the process of public policy development. It will lead to a more active and participative democracy (Dialogue on Poverty, 2000) .
The work of Prairienet and the CNI program provide one model in this area. The effective implementation of internet use within the everyday life of disadvantaged communities can be initiated by targeting the neighborhood as a unit to enhance resident participation and build on local capacity and neighborhood assets. Grounding such initiatives in real geographic areas helps to tie internet use to real-life social settings as well as engage local residents in using technology for community development and community building.
In order to implement social change, it is not easy to give up existing patterns of social behaviors, institutional frameworks and public policies surrounding internet use by minority and marginalized users. However, in order to make efforts that are truly meaningful to disenfranchised populations, internet researchers and others have to re-evaluate and restrategize their current modes of operation. Based on the three studies presented in this article, the following discussion identifies some challenges and issues that need to be considered while doing internet research that aims to be inclusive of minority and marginalized users. In the study of sexual minorities presented in this article, we learned how difficult it was to differentiate among internet use categorizations of political, social, educational and cultural empowerment. The functions and impacts of using the listserv were varied, owing to the multiple perceptions of readers and writers, as well as variations in the associated context in which other members received email. What is important here is the realisation that marginalized individuals may perceive internet use differently, and that one has to adopt openness in one's research agenda to accommodate multiplicity in perceptions. This identifies the issue of questioning existing modes of conceptualization in internet use studies and introducing margins of flexibility in interpretation and analysis within internet research.
Merkel's study of computer and internet use by low-income users showed how a close examination of the lives of marginalized individuals and their experience with technology led to identification of the limits of the digital divide metaphor and the categories of advantage and disadvantage that are created by classifying people based on their access to technology. As Katz (1995: 6) argues, 'by mistaking socially constructed categories for natural distinctions, we reinforce inequality and stigmatize even those we set out to help'. As researchers, a situated approach challenges us to contextualize technology use and to notice the ways that people's experiences do not neatly fit the categories that we impose. For practitioners, this approach sharpens our thinking about the different goals involved in providing access to technology versus supporting people through the stops and starts involved, as they discover and rediscover the meaning and potential uses of technology in their lives.
An important point that deserves mention is based on experiences in the Afya project, where the traditional roles of researchers and users were reexamined in order to achieve relevant community-wide outcomes. PAR is entwined with social equality, since its strategies entail transferring control and decision-making into the hands of the people whose lives are being researched (Elden and Levin, 1991) . In the Afya project, the role of the authors as academic researchers changed from one of leadership to that of facilitator in the process of translating the needs of disadvantaged members into a reality. Such a strategy calls attention to the issue of relinquishing roles of traditional experts in research, training and system design. It may entail a slower process and making mistakes along the way; however, the results are more effective in achieving real outcomes in terms of empowerment of disenfranchised users.
CONCLUSION
In order for the internet to play a greater role as an instrument for social and personal empowerment, we need to understand what the everyday life of an individual belonging to a minority or marginalized community encompasses. Such an approach calls for closer examination of the practices, system of relations and context of particular minority and marginalized users in order to figure out what is meaningful to them and how they use (or do not use) different forms of the internet for meeting their objectives. There is a need to acknowledge the multiple conceptualizations and forms of internet use as disadvantaged users apply these differently for meeting specific agendas.
This article presented three projects working with minority and marginalized users. In the context of future research on internet use, three broad sets of variables are closely connected and require careful attention:
• the type of marginalized group; • the goals, expectations and identification of what particular marginalized users consider to be meaningful in their everyday life; and • the selected method of research.
As seen from projects discussed in this article, if there is a genuine concern for making the internet an effective instrument of empowerment for minority and marginalized users, then we have to go beyond conceptualizing internet use as just an issue associated with the use of the internet. Internet use has never been an isolated phenomenon, and if we continue to regard the use of the internet as separate from the social realities of disadvantaged user communities, then true empowerment of individuals in such groups via the use of the internet will never be gained.
Owing to complexities surrounding the situated nature of how technology and the internet is actually used in various contexts, the issues surrounding measurement of the impact of the internet in different instances is extremely problematic. It leads to a need for re-examination of questions based on traditional ways of looking at people, their social dynamics and their interactions with technology. It also calls for active participation of minority and marginalized users based on a reconfiguration of relationships Mehra et al.: The internet for empowerment of minority surrounding all aspects of internet access, training, content development and system design and evaluation.
